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A c c e s s  t o  a  V i s i o n :  U n l o c k i n g  t h e  
P a r a d o x  o f  a  L i b e r a l  E d u c a t i o n  
S T E P H E N  R O W E  
S t u d e n t s  o p t  f o r  a  b a c h e l o r ' s  d e g r e e ,  r a t h e r  t h a n  o n e  o f  t h e  o t h e r  p r e p a r a t i o n s  f o r  
l i f e  a n d  w o r k  - v o c a t i o n a l  o r  t e c h n i c a l  p r o g r a m s ,  t h e  m i l i t a r y  o r  c o r p o r a t e  t r a i n i n g .  
A n d  t h e y  a r e  d o i n g  s o  i n  a m a z i n g  n u m b e r s ,  d e f y i n g  d e m o g r a p h i c  s t u d i e s  w h i c h  c o n -
t i n u a l l y  p r e d i c t  a  d o w n t u r n  i n  c o l l e g e  e n r o l l m e n t .  O n e  f a c t o r  a c c o u n t i n g  f o r  t h i s  s e e m s  
t o  b e  t h e  p r o m i s e  o f  s o m e  a d d e d  b e n e f i t  f r o m  a  b a c h e l o r ' s  d e g r e e ,  s o m e t h i n g  m o r e  
t h a n  i s  o f f e r e d  b y  t h e  o t h e r  o p t i o n s ,  s o m e t h i n g  l i k e  a  l i b e r a l  e d u c a t i o n .  
I n s t i t u t i o n s  m a k e  p r o m i s e s  i n  t h i s  d i r e c t i o n .  I n c r e a s i n g l y  t h e y  a d v e r t i s e  t h e m s e l v e s ,  
c l a i m i n g  t h e i r  a p p r o a c h  w i l l  r e s u l t  i n  s u c h  v a g u e  v i r t u e s  a s  " w e l l - r o u n d e d n e s s . "  A g a i n ,  
i f  y o u  s c r a t c h  t h e  s u r f a c e  o f  s u c h  c l a i m s  a n d  b e g i n  t o  i n q u i r e  a s  t o  w h a t  t h e s e  i n s t i t u -
t i o n s  m e a n ,  t h e  t e r m  l i b e r a l  e d u c a t i o n  r e a p p e a r s  a s  t h e  o p e r a t i v e  i d e a l .  
Y e t  v e r y  f e w  s t u d e n t s  o r  i n s t i t u t i o n s  a r e  c l e a r  o r  s p e c i f i c  a b o u t  t h i s  t e r m ,  a n d  h o w  
i t  i s  l i n k e d  t o  w h a t  t h e y  a c t u a l l y  d o .  P r e s e n t  c u l t u r a l  c i r c u m s t a n c e s  m a k e  i t  e x t r e m e l y  
d i f f i c u l t  t o  b e  c l e a r  a n d  s p e c i f i c  a b o u t  t h i n g s  h a v i n g  t o  d o  w i t h  d e e p  o r  b a s i c  c o n -
c e r n s ,  e v e n  i n  t h e  m i d s t  o f  a n  a p p a r e n t  n a t i o n - w i d e  r e v i v a l  o f  c o m m i t m e n t  t o  e d u c a -
t i o n .  B u t  c l a r i t y  a b o u t  w h a t  a  l i b e r a l  e d u c a t i o n  m e a n s  a n d  h o w ,  i n  t h e  s p e c i f i c s  o f  
a c t u a l  s t u d y ,  o n e  i s  t o  m o v e  t o w a r d s  i t s  a c h i e v e m e n t  i s  e s s e n t i a l .  O t h e r w i s e  i t  i s  n o t  
a  r e a l  o p t i o n .  
M y  t h e s i s  i s  t h a t  m o s t  s t u d e n t s  a t  m o s t  i n s t i t u t i o n s  d o  h a v e  a n  o p t i o n :  t h e y  c a n  
e i t h e r  g o  t o  s c h o o l ,  g e t  a  d e g r e e ,  a n d  m i s s  a  l i b e r a l  e d u c a t i o n ;  o r  t h e y  c a n  s p e n d  t h e  
s a m e  t i m e  a n d  m o n e y  a n d  b e c o m e  l i b e r a l l y  e d u c a t e d .  A n d  y e t  t h e y  d o  n o t  h a v e  a  
c h o i c e  i n  t h i s  c r u c i a l  m a t t e r  u n l e s s  t h e y  r e a l i z e  t h a t  a  c h o i c e  e x i s t s .  I n  t h i s  e s s a y  I  w a n t  
t o  o f f e r  s o m e  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  t h a t  m i g h t  e n a b l e  u s  ( b o t h  s t u d e n t s  a n d  f a c u l t y  a l i k e )  
t o  f i n d  a n d  c h o o s e  f o r  a  l i b e r a l  e d u c a t i o n ,  a s  w e l l  a s  s o m e  a w a r e n e s s  o f  w h y  t h i s  i s  
s o  d i f f i c u l t  i n  t h e  p r e s e n t ,  a n d  s o m e  s e n s e  o f  w h a t  i s  a t  s t a k e .  
S o r t i n g  t h r o u g h  t h e  v a r i o u s  a n d  s o m e t i m e s  c o n f l i c t i n g  c l a i m s ,  o n e  f i n d s  a t  l e a s t  t h r e e  
l e v e l s  o f  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  ( s o m e t i m e s  p r e s e n t e d  a s  a l t e r n a t i v e s )  a s  t o  w h a t  a  l i b e r a l  e d u -
c a t i o n  m e a n s .  T h e s e  a r e  d e s c r i b e d  b e l o w ,  a s  w e l l  a s  t h e  b e n e f i t s  a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  e a c h .  
S u b s t a n c e  
A  l i b e r a l  e d u c a t i o n  m e a n s  b e c o m i n g  a  g e n e r a l i s t ,  r a t h e r  t h a n  o n l y  a  s p e c i a l i s t ,  t h o u g h  
i t  d o e s  n o t  n e c e s s a r i l y  p r e c l u d e  s p e c i a l i z e d  s t u d y  o r  e v e n  s o m e  c a r e e r  p r e p a r a t i o n  d u r -
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ing the college years. It has to do with coverage, content, becoming familiar at least 
to some degree with all areas of human knowledge and endeavor. Beyond this it means 
that the student also considers the interdependent unity of knowledge and endeavor 
in the broad context of the drama of human history or civilization. And, whether 
the institution has a "core curriculum" or not, a liberal education implies awareness 
of the core of common ideas, problems, and aspirations which have been at the cen-
ter of culture. 
The benefits of a liberal education at this level are several. First, one acquires broad 
familiarity with the workings of the world, as a basis for informed action, in work 
and in one's life as a citizen, as well as· a personal sense of being at home in one's 
time and place in history. Second, this "common knowing" provides a basis for com-
munication and a sense of significance that can be shared with others; it makes possi-
ble entrance into a common world. 
Finally, and most basically, a liberal education serves as a catalyst for a quality of 
character referred to as "empowerment" or "entitlement." Most people think and act 
in a derivative or secondary way, always assuming that someone else knows or is in 
a better position to decide. A liberal education gives direct access to the roots of one's 
culture, its basic sources, its energizing ideas and values. And this has the consequence 
of enabling one to move from the secondary to a primary attitude, to the realization 
- one which is initially negative - that those others to whom one had deferred in 
the past do not necessarily know any better how to interpret a situation and what 
action it requires. In a positive frame, direct knowledge of root visions and authorities 
makes it possible for the liberally educated person to live and act out of knowledge 
of these primary sources, rather than being at the mercy of what Plato refers to as 
"the opinions of the many". The student has been enabled to cross a critical thresh-
old, from the passive to the active stance. 
Process 
To be liberally educated means that one has learned how to learn, that the art of 
learning on an ongoing, life-long basis has been developed and fully incorporated. From 
this perspective, students attend classes, complete assignments, and receive academic 
guidance until they are no longer dependent on these structures. Once educational 
independence and the rootedness of learning as a basic human function has been estab-
lished, the student becomes an independent learner and is ready to graduate. 
This involves not only "book learning" and academic work in the narrow sense, 
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S o m e  d i s c i p l i n e  o f  t r a n s f o r m a t i o n  i s  n e e d e d  
b u t  t h e  n u r t u r e  o f  q u a l i t i e s  b e y o n d  t h e  c l a s s r o o m  a s  i t  i s  u s u a l l y  e n v i s i o n e d .  I n  f a c t ,  
t h e  c l a s s r o o m  i s  u n d e r s t o o d  a s  a  s o r t  o f  g r e e n h o u s e  w h e r e  b a s i c  c r i t i c a l  f a c u l t i e s  c a n  
d e v e l o p .  H e n c e  o n e  l e a r n s  t o  " r e a d "  n o t  j u s t  b o o k s  b u t  l i f e  e x p e r i e n c e  a n d  s i t u a t i o n s  
i n  t h e  w o r l d .  O n e  l e a r n s  d i s c u s s i o n ,  a n d  t h e r e b y  c r i t i c a l  d i s c e r n m e n t  a n d  t h e  a r t s  
o f  a n a l y s i s ,  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n ,  a n d  c o m m u n i c a t i o n .  A n d  o n e  l e a r n s  t o  w r i t e ,  t o  f u l l y  a n d  
f a i r l y  a r t i c u l a t e  b o t h  w h a t  s o m e o n e  e l s e  h a s  s a i d  a n d  o n e ' s  o w n  r e s p o n s e .  
T h e  b e n e f i t s  o f  t h i s  a p p r o a c h ,  i n  a  t i m e  o f  r a p i d  s o c i a l  a n d  t e c h n o l o g i c a l  c h a n g e  
( w h e n  t h e  a v e r a g e  p e r s o n  u n d e r g o e s  s e v e r a l  c a r e e r  c h a n g e s  o v e r  a  l i f e t i m e ) ,  a r e  e v i -
d e n t .  W e  l i v e  i n  a  w o r l d  w h e r e  s t a t i c  b o d i e s  o f  k n o w l e d g e  a r e  r a p i d l y  r e n d e r e d  o b s o -
l e t e ,  a n d  w h e r e  t h e  s k i l l s  o f  s u c c e s s  a r e  p r i m a r i l y  t h o s e  o f  a d a p t a t i o n  a n d  r e l a t i o n .  
B u t  a t  a  l e v e l  d e e p e r  t h a n  s u r v i v a l  a n d  s u c c e s s  o n  t h e  j o b ,  t h e  t r u l y  d i s t i n g u i s h e d  p e r -
s o n  i s  t h e  o n e  w h o  e x h i b i t s  p r a c t i c a l  j u d g m e n t .  T h i s  i s  p r e c i s e l y  t h e  q u a l i t y  t h a t  d e v e l o p s  
f r o m  t h e  r e p e a t e d  p r a c t i c e  o f  l i b e r a l  i n q u i r y .  
S y n t h e s i s  o f  S u b s t a n c e  a n d  P r o c e s s :  D i a l o g u e  B e t w e e n  t h e  T w o  
A  l i b e r a l  e d u c a t i o n  r e q u i r e s  b o t h  s u b s t a n c e  a n d  p r o c e s s ,  e a c h  b a l a n c e d  w i t h  t h e  
o t h e r  a n d  r e l a t e d  t o  t h e  g r o w t h  o f  t h e  s t u d e n t .  F o r  s u b s t a n c e  w i t h o u t  p r o c e s s  d e g e n e r a t e s  
i l ' l t o  r o t e  l e a r n i n g  t h a t  m a k e s  n o  r e a l  c o n t a c t  w i t h  t h e  p e r s o n ,  w h i l e  p r o c e s s  w i t h o u t  
s u b s t a n c e  d e v o l v e s  i n t o  m e r e  t e c h n i q u e  d i v o r c e d  f r o m  d e p t h .  ( I n  f a c t ,  m o s t  o f  t h e  
e d u c a t i o n a l  - a n d  c u l t u r a l  - h i s t o r y  o f  t h i s  c e n t u r y  c a n  b e  u n d e r s t o o d  a s  a n  o s c i l l a -
t i o n  b e t w e e n  t h e s e  t w o  a p p r o a c h e s ,  a c c o u n t i n g  f o r  m u c h  o f  t h e  f r u s t r a t i o n  i n  o u r  c o n -
t i n u o u s  e f f o r t s  a t  e d u c a t i o n a l  r e f o r m . )  T h e  k e y  t o  t h e  t h i r d  a p p r o a c h  o f  s y n t h e s i s  i s  
t h a t  s u b s t a n c e  a n d  p r o c e s s  c a n  o c c u r  f u l l y  o n l y  i n  t h e  p r e s e n c e  o f  t h e  o t h e r ,  a n d  t h a t  
b o t h  m u s t  b e  r e l a t e d  t o  t h e  d e v e l o p m e n t  o f  a  m a t u r e  h u m a n  b e i n g .  
H e r e  w e  c o m e  u p o n  w h a t  m a n y  r e f e r  t o  a s  t h e  f u l l  m a g n i f i c e n c e  o f  t h e  W e s t e r n  
t r a d i t i o n  a n d  i t s  v i s i o n  o f  w h a t  i t  m e a n s  t o  b e  h u m a n .  H u m a n  b e i n g s ,  u n l i k e  o t h e r  
f o r m s  o f  l i f e  w i t h  w h i c h  w e  a r e  f a m i l i a r ,  d o  n o t  s i m p l y  a p p e a r  o r  u n f o l d  n a t u r a l l y .  
S o m e  i n t e r v e n t i o n ,  s o m e  d i s c i p l i n e  o f  t r a n s f o r m a t i o n  i s  n e e d e d .  T h e  t r a d i t i o n  o f  l i b e r a l  
e d u c a t i o n ,  a s  a  d i s t i n c t i v e  W e s t e r n  f o r m  o f  i n t e r v e n t i o n ,  m a i n t a i n s  t h a t  s o m e  m a t e r i a l s  
s o m e  " c l a s s i c s , "  n o t  o n l y  i n f o r m  b u t  a l s o  t r a n s f o r m .  I n  t h e s e  m a t e r i a l s ,  i n s i g h t  a b o u t  
t h e  h u m a n  c o n d i t i o n  a n d  t h e  n a t u r e  o f  r e a l i t y  o c c u r s  a t  a  h i g h  l e v e l ,  a n d  i n  a  w a y  
w h i c h  c a n  i n d u c e  p o s i t i v e  g r o w t h  t o w a r d  f u l l  a c t u a l i z a t i o n .  
B u t  t h e s e  m a t e r i a l s  c a n n o t  b e  m e r e l y  a s s e r t e d  o r  a p p l i e d  t o  t h e  s t u d e n t ;  t h e y  m u s t  
b e  a p p r o a c h e d  a n d  h a n d l e d  i n  t h e  p r o p e r  w a y .  F i r s t ,  c l a s s i c a l  m a t e r i a l s  m u s t  b e  r e a d  
o p e n l y  a n d  d e e p l y ,  i n d e p e n d e n t  o f  t h e  b i a s  a n d  a s s u m p t i o n  w e  i n e v i t a b l y  b r i n g  t o  
t h e m  a n d  t h r o u g h  w h i c h  w e  i n i t i a l l y  v i e w  t h e m .  H e n c e  a c c e s s  t o  m a t e r i a l s  i s  a l w a y s  
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a pedagogical issue, access to simply seeing or hearing what is there. Second, our own 
response to them is necessary, fulfilling the Socratic injunction to "Know Thyself." 
This we achieve not in introspection or some other kind of isolation, but in dialogue 
with materials of substance; having seen what is there we must then formulate what 
we think in response. 
Liberal education, then, moves between phases of reading - again, in the broad 
sense - and response, each time at a higher level. The classroom consists primarily 
of the intervening stage of discussion, which formally begins in reading and ends in 
response, but which actually works the art of separating the two, since any discussion 
of materials begins with an amorphous mix of inadequate reading and superficial 
response and proceeds to the fullness of each in dialogue with the other. Here lies 
the challenge of teaching. 
The benefits of this approach are nothing less than the formation of the fully human 
person. Taking its rise from Socratic encounter, the practice of dialogue or dialectic 
can be seen as both the method and the goal of liberal education. The method, engaging 
in successively higher levels of reading and response, is described above. The goal is 
two sided: on one side it is well captured by Thoreau's statement that the ability to 
give "a true account of the actual is the rarest form of poetry;" on the other side stands 
"Know Thyself." Paradox is inescapable in this, the basic human paradox of openness 
and definiteness. In order to be fully human we need to be open, to have "an open 
mind," a clear mind, to fairly and fully hear what others are saying; yet without being 
so open, as Alan Bloom says, that "our brains fall out." On the other side, we also 
need to be definite, to take a stand or a position, to be committed and able to work 
toward the achievement of ends in which we passionately believe. And yet on this 
side we must guard against taking a position in a way that is doctrinaire or fanatical. 
The paradox is that openness and definiteness come into their proper function only 
when each is engaged in the presence of the other, within the essential dynamic of 
the fully human encounter. This dynamic is at the root of both Greek democracy 
and Hebrew "right relationship." The aim of a liberal education is to make this possible. 
There are serious constraints in our time, both in society and in educational institu-
tions, against any of these approaches to a liberal education. 
First, we live in an age of specialization, where inducements and rewards are geared 
to expertise in narrowly defined fields. Many educational institutions reflect this struc-
turing as they attempt to prepare students for what they call the "real world." The 
danger is that education degenerates into training. With this orientation it is inevita-
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i t  i s  i n e v i t a -
T h i s  c a u s e s  l i b e r a l  e d u c a t i o n  t o  b e c o m e  i n v i s i b l e  
b l e  t h a t  " t h e  l i b e r a l  a r t s  c o m p o n e n t "  - g e n e r a l  e d u c a t i o n ,  d i s t r i b u t i o n ,  o r  c o r e  r e q u i r e -
m e n t s  - c o m e s  t o  b e  r e g a r d e d  a s  a  s e r i e s  o f  m e a n i n g l e s s  h u r d l e s  t o  b e  g o t t e n  o u t  o f  
t h e  w a y  b e f o r e  o n e  c a n  g e t  o n  t o  t h e  r e a l  w o r k ,  t h e  m a j o r .  T h i s  c a u s e s  l i b e r a l  e d u c a -
t i o n  t o  b e c o m e  i n v i s i b l e  o r ,  w o r s e  y e t ,  a n  o b s t a c l e .  
R e l a t e d  t o  t h i s  i s  e c o n o m i c  i n s e c u r i t y  - t h e  c o n c e r n  o f  s t u d e n t s  t o  f i n d  e m p l o y -
m e n t  u p o n  g r a d u a t i o n  a n d  o f  i n s t i t u t i o n s  t o  f i n d  a n d  r e t a i n  s t u d e n t s .  T h i s  c a u s e s  b o t h  
s t u d e n t s  a n d  i n s t i t u t i o n s  t o  b e c o m e  m a r k e t  r e s p o n s i v e ,  t o  r e f l e c t ,  w i t h o u t  t h e  c r i t i c a l  
p e r s p e c t i v e  w h i c h  i s  e s s e n t i a l  t o  t h e  l i b e r a l  a r t s ,  w h a t e v e r  i s  b e i n g  d e m a n d e d  ( a n d  
p r o m i s e d )  b y  t h e  s o c i e t y  a t  a n y  g i v e n  t i m e .  T h e  d a n g e r  h e r e  w a s  s u c c i n c t l y  e x p r e s s e d  
b y  t h e  N a z i  a r c h i t e c t  A l b e r t  S p e e r ,  w h e n  h e  c o n f e s s e d  t h a t  t h e  h o r r o r  o f  t h e  T h i r d  
R e i c h  w o u l d  n o t  h a v e  o c c u r r e d  h a d  G e r m a n y  n o t  a b a n d o n e d  t h e  l i b e r a l  a r t s  a n d  
b e c o m e  a  s o c i e t y  o f  " t e c h n o l o g i c a l  b a r b a r i a n s . "  
A t  a  d e e p e r  l e v e l ,  o n e  w h i c h  s e e m s  t o  b e  b o t h  a  r e s u l t  a n d  a  c a u s e  o f  t h e  a b o v e  
t w o  c o n s t r a i n t s ,  l i e s  t h e  u n w i l l i n g n e s s  o r  e v e n  i n a b i l i t y  o f  p r e s e n t  s o c i e t y  t o  r e c o g n i z e  
a n d  s u p p o r t  c e r t a i n  k i n d s  o f  r e a l i t i e s .  L i b e r a l  e d u c a t i o n  i s  s i m i l a r  t o  l o v e ,  j u s t i c e ,  g o o d -
n e s s ,  b e a u t y  a n d  s i m i l a r  r e a l i t i e s  i n  t h a t  i t  i s  w h a t  m i g h t  b e  c a l l e d  a  " c o m p l e x  e n t i t y , "  
a n  e n t i t y  a b o u t  w h i c h  t h e r e  i s  m o r e  t h a n  o n e  r i g h t  a n s w e r ,  t h e  k i n d  o f  e n t i t y  t h a t  
c a n n o t  b e  q u a n t i f i e d  o r  r e d u c e d  t o  a n y  o n e  f i n a l  f o r m u l a t i o n .  D i f f i c u l t y  w i t h  t h i s  k i n d  
o f  r e a l i t y  p r o v o k e d  R o b e r t  H e i l b r o n n e r ,  t o  c h a r a c t e r i z e  o u r  s o c i e t y  a s  " d a z z l i n g l y  r i c h  
i n  e v e r y  a s p e c t  e x c e p t  t h a t  o f  t h e  c u l t i v a t i o n  o f  t h e  h u m a n  p e r s o n . "  P r o b l e m s  i n  a d d r e s s -
i n g  o r  e v e n  r e c o g n i z i n g  c o m p l e x  e n t i t i e s  r e s u l t  i n  l i b e r a l  e d u c a t i o n  b e i n g  l a r g e l y  u n a v a i l -
a b l e  t o  s t u d e n t s  a s  a n  o p t i o n .  I r o n i c a l l y ,  n o t  e v e n  t h e  w e l l - d o c u m e n t e d  c a r e e r  a d v a n t a g e s  
o f  p u r s u i n g  a  l i b e r a l  e d u c a t i o n  a r e  m a d e  v i s i b l e .  
O n e  f i n a l  a n d  p e r h a p s  i n c l u s i v e  c o n s t r a i n t  r e m a i n s  - r e l a t i v i s m .  T h i s  t e r m  r e f e r s  
t o  t h e  p o s t - t r a d i t i o n a l  c u l t u r a l  c o n d i t i o n  i n  w h i c h  t h e r e  i s  n o  c o m m o n l y  s h a r e d  a g r e e -
m e n t  o n  m a t t e r s  o f  u l t i m a t e  v a l u e  a n d  d e p t h .  L a c k  o f  s u c h  a g r e e m e n t  l e a v e s  i n d i v i d u a l s  
a l o n e  i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  t h e s e  m a t t e r s ,  a n d  p l a c e s  t h e m  i n  a  s o c i a l  c o n t e x t  w h e r e  t h e r e  
i s  v e r y  l i t t l e  i n  t h e  w a y  o f  s u p p o r t ,  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n ,  a u t h o r i t y ,  a n d  d i s c i p l i n e .  A s  a n  
u n d e r s t a n d a b l e  p r o t e c t i v e - d e f e n s i v e  r e s p o n s e  t o  l i v i n g  i n  t h i s  c o n d i t i o n ,  m o s t  i n d i v i d u a l s  
a d o p t  a  p o s t u r e  o f  s k e p t i c i s m  o r  e v e n  c y n i c i s m :  b e c a u s e  l i t t l e  i s  c e r t a i n  i t  s e e m s  s a f e s t  
t o  d o u b t  a l l .  T h e y  f i n d  w a y s  t o  n u m b  t h a t  p a r t  o f  t h e m s e l v e s  t h a t  l o n g s  f o r  u l t i m a t e  
v a l u e  o r  a b s o l u t e s .  T h e  w a y s  o f  d o i n g  t h i s  a r e  m y r i a d  i n  o u r  s o c i e t y ,  b u t  o n e  o f  t h e  
m o s t  w i d e s p r e a d  i s  t o  r e m a i n  i n c e s s a n t l y  b u s y  i n  p u r s u i t  o f  b u r e a u c r a t i c  p r o c e d u r e  
a n d  m a t e r i a l  g a i n .  I t  s h o u l d  b e  o b s e r v e d  t h a t  m a n y  a c a d e m i c s  e x h i b i t  t h i s  a d a p t a t i o n  
a s  m u c h  a s  t h e  s t u d e n t s  t h e y  c o m p l a i n  a b o u t  f o r  t h e i r  l a c k  o f  s k i l l s ,  d i s c i p l i n e ,  a n d  
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seriousness. 
The combined consequence of these constraints, again, ·is that liberal education is 
not visible or available to students (and one could make the same case for many faculty 
and institutions). The situation is complicated by the fact that students pursuing a 
baccalaureate degree have to deal with terminology, requirements, and structures related 
to liberal education. But because of the constraints which I have discussed, they never 
really cross the critical threshold whereby they have direct experience of the benefits 
of this discipline. Their institutions do not communicate with them effectively; they 
are too concerned with specialization and employment; they are too skeptical or well-
defended against the possibility of investing themselves in an ideal which will later 
disappoint them. 
Liberal education is a practice, something which can be fully known or understood 
only from the inside, from the doing of it, in the act itself. In the absence of direct 
engagement, and in the presence of vague requirements and promises having to do 
with a liberal education, we breed an unconscious disappointment, a gloomy mood 
of generalized resentment. Colleges, as much as other institutions - perhaps more 
because of the high ideals with which they are associated- can have the inadvertent 
effect of teaching students to expect very little in life, to aspire to only the most super-
ficial and material of goals, to become cynical about anything "lofty." 
Vision is more than theory; it is that subtle quality which underlies and embraces 
the tension between theory and practice. It unifies, so that "theory" indicates a way 
of being rather than merely a way of thinking, and "practice" becomes a doing nourished 
and disciplined by an encompassing sense of meaning and vivid value. 
The vision of a liberal education is not graspable from the outside, from a detached, 
merely theoretical perspective. It can only be apprehended from the inside, as an under-
taking, an activity. Here lies the problem with the neoconservatives and others who 
want to assert the substance of a liberal education as against their frustrations with 
the relativism and career-orientation of the contemporary student (as well as against 
those contemporary forms of education divorced from vision or theory, where prac-
tice degenerates into mere technique). This strategy fails to attend to practice and process, 
and thus misses the deeper meaning of liberal education as transformation - even 
if it succeeds to some degree in having students "learn" the classics. 
The fullness of a liberal education becomes accessible when we enter into that prac-
tice which is dialogue. The paradox of liberal education, again, is that we can only 
know fully and deeply what others think when we inquire as to what we think as 
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d  e m b r a c e s  
: a t e s  a  w a y  
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J  d e t a c h e d ,  
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: : > t h e r s  w h o  
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: : > n - e v e n  
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e  c a n  o n l y  
' e  t h i n k  a s  
I t  i s  t h e  c o n v e r s a t i o n  i t s e l f  . . .  t h a t  e n e r g i z e s  
p a r t  o f  t h e  s a m e  p r o c e s s ,  a n d ,  c o n v e r s e l y ,  w e  c a n  o n l y  d i s c o v e r  w h e r e  w e  r e a l l y  s t a n d ,  
w h o  w e  r e a l l y  a r e ,  n o t  i n  i s o l a t i o n  b u t  w h e n  w e  a r e  i n  r i g h t  r e l a t i o n s h i p  w i t h  o t h e r s .  
I n  t h i s  s e n s e ,  b e c o m i n g  l i b e r a l l y  e d u c a t e d  c a n  b e  s p o k e n  o f  a s  c o m i n g  i n t o  t h e  r a d i -
a n c e  o f  f u l l  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  i n  t h e  c o n v e r s a t i o n  a b o u t  t h e  m e a n i n g  a n d  n a t u r e  o f  t h a t  
c o m p l e x  e n t i t y  w h i c h  i s  a  l i b e r a l  e d u c a t i o n .  F o r  i t  i s  t h e  c o n v e r s a t i o n  i t s e l f ,  t h e  w a y  
i n  w h i c h  i t  g i v e s  u s  o u r s e l v e s  a s  w e  g i v e  t o  t h e  o t h e r ,  t h a t  e n e r g i z e s .  
A t  t h i s  p o i n t  t h e  p a r a d o x  o f  a  l i b e r a l  e d u c a t i o n  i s  u n l o c k e d ,  s o  t h a t  i t  b e c o m e s  a  
l i v e  i d e a l  a n d  t r a n s f o r m a t i v e  p r a c t i c e ,  r a t h e r  t h a n  e i t h e r  a  c o l l e c t i o n  o f  s t a t i c  c o n -
c e p t s  o r  a n  i n v i t a t i o n  t o  d o  w h a t e v e r  o n e  w a n t s .  R e a d i n g  a n d  r e s p o n d i n g  t o  t h e  
m a t e r i a l s  o f  a  l i b e r a l  e d u c a t i o n  c a n  e n a b l e  u s  t o  h a v e  a  g l i m p s e ,  t h r o u g h  t h e  c l o u d s  
o f  o u r  c o n t e m p o r a r y  c o n f u s i o n s  a n d  i l l u s i o n s ,  o f  w h a t  i t  m e a n s  t o  b e  h u m a n .  A n d  
t h i s  g l i m p s e  i s  s a t i s f y i n g ,  d e c i s i v e ;  i t  r e s o n a t e s  w i t h  o u r  d e e p e s t  u r g e  t o  b e c o m e  w h o  
w e  r e a l l y  a r e .  I n  t h e  f u l l  p r a c t i c e  o f  l i b e r a l  e d u c a t i o n  w e  a r e  a b l e  t o  d i s c o v e r  b o t h  t h e  
t r u t h  a n d  o u r s e l v e s  - a n d  t h e  p o i n t  o f  c o i n c i d e n c e  b e t w e e n  t h e  t w o .  
H e r e  a l s o  w e  c o m e  t o  t h e  e s s e n t i a l  c o n n e c t i o n  b e t w e e n  l i b e r a l  e d u c a t i o n  a n d  c i v i l i -
z a t i o n  i t s e l f .  F o r  c i v i l i z a t i o n  c o n s i s t s  n e i t h e r  i n  t h e  m a i n t e n a n c e  o f  c e r t a i n  p o s i t i o n s  
o r  " s u b s t a n c e s "  a s  d o c t r i n e ,  n o r  i n  t h e  u n d i s c i p l i n e d  " p r o c e s s "  o f  d i s p a r a t e  i n d i v i d u a l s  
a n d  g r o u p s .  R a t h e r ,  i t  i s  t h e  v i t a l  i n t e r p l a y  b e t w e e n  t h e  s u b s t a n c e  o f  p o s i t i o n s  f r o m  
t h e  p a s t  a n d  p r e s e n t ,  e a c h  b r o u g h t  t o  b e a r  o n  t h e  p r o c e s s  o f  c o m i n g  i n t o  f u l l  h u m a n -
i t y  a s  i t  o c c u r s  i n  t h e  p r e s e n t  a n d  f u t u r e .  I t  i s  i n  t h i s  w a y  t h a t  c i v i l i z a t i o n  b o t h  r e q u i r e s  
a n d  p r o d u c e s  t h e  l i b e r a l l y  e d u c a t e d  p e r s o n .  P e r h a p s  i t  i s  n o t  t o o  m u c h  t o  h o p e  t h a t ,  
a s  w e  b e g i n  t o  b e c o m e  l i b e r a l l y  e d u c a t e d ,  w e  m a y  f i n d  i t  p o s s i b l e  t o  a d d r e s s  t h e  c o n -
s t r a i n t s  t h a t  e n s n a r e  s o c i e t y  n o w ,  e n a b l i n g  u s  t o  m o v e  c l o s e r  t o  a  c i v i l i z e d  w o r l d .  
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